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winter
of discontent

FR.

RICHARD BUTLER, o.P.

George Santayana's Boyhood in Boston
The Back Bay of George Santayana's boyhood was not a distinguished
residential section. The basin area Of the Charles had not yet been developed and the lagoon was still a shallow and often muddy stretch of
shoreline that extended to the neck of the river. In the seventies, the
water reached Dartmouth Street and what is now Copley Square.
Empty, sunken lots, swampy and littered with refuse and washed-up
debris, bordered the waterfront at the western end of the basin. Winter's sharp winds howled furiously across the unprotected banks of the
river and through the barren area of undeveloped land. In the summertime, the stench of the mudflats wafted inland with the sultry breez~.
No. 302 was the last house on the waterside of Beacon Street, a narrow, high-studded house with only two large rooms on each of- the
principal floors: a reception room and dining room on the first floor
and two bedrooms on the second. Four makeshift cubicles in the attic
supplied additional sleeping quarters. The old house on Boylston Place
was providing a modest rental income, pending a suitable sale. Uncle
James had advised the purchase of this second pouse on Beacon Street,
trusting that the gradual westward extension of the residential section
.
would vindicate his speculative judgment.
Unfortunately the financial panic of 1873 dissolved these sanguine
hopes, as well as the personal investments and resources of Uncle
James. Property values depreciated and rental profits dwindled with
deflation. The relentless mortgage demands on both houses left. the

This is the second article to be extracted by NMQ from Father Butler's
The Life and World of George Santayana, by permission of the pub~
lishers, Henry Regnery Co., Chicago, who are releasing the book this
spring. Fr. Richard Butler, a Dominican priest, and director of the
Aquinas NeWinan Center in Albuquerque, was the close friend of the
famous philosopher and poet before Santayana's death in Rome.
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hapless Sturgis widow, although remarried, leaning more heavily on
her American relations. Uncle James, barely solvent with his own reduced finances, felt responsible for risks advised to his own relatives
and informed his brother Russell of the sad state of affairs. Once again
the London representative of the Sturgis family respnnded to a crisis
and supplied one hundred pounds a year allowance in perpetuity for
his brother's widow and children.
For young George this period was critical in other ways that were
. more personal and influential. For this was his first winter in Boston, a
time of attempted adjustment to his new surroundings and ·difIerent
manner of life. As long as his father remained with him he could continue to feel like a temporary visitor, a curious tourist viewing the
American scene with detached interest and even occasional delight.
But the familiar figure customarily. at his side, offering the support of
his sympathy and the pungent observations of his worldly wisdom,
vanished all too soon. The first bite of winter chill gave him an acceptable excuse for returning to the enclosed valley town of Old Castile. Without any promise of a future reunion, his father went back to

Avila.

!/.

This, then, was the first winter of George Santayana's discontent,
the beginning of a perpetual sense of not belonging, of being a stranger
wherever he was. The initial estrangement was a geographical fact that
raised real difficulties. When he had arrived in America he had not
known a single word of English. His mother, who spoke the language
with familiar ease, seldom did and insisted on Spanish being the medium of conversation at home. While he Was there, his father, who
spoke no English at all, had accompanied the boy 0n his few timid ventures outside the house. Robert was not very helpful, mostly because
he was not very fraternal, then or ever. He considered his younger halfbrother an inferior, not only because of the natural breach between
them in age and interests but for other undisclosed reasons which
widened the breach in later years. Besides, at this time Robert was
working for Uncle James, whose tottering investment firm required
. the support of extra initiative and application from its employees. Josefina, like her mother and namesake, was too apathetic to recognize or
take interest in his plight, and, unlike her mother, too inefficient to do
anything about it anyway.
Only Susana could help, wanted to, and did. She started with a book
of nursery rhymes, having him repeat each line after her. Gradually,
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with painstaking detennination, she taught him the intricacies of
proper English pronunciation and grammar, with timely warnings of
approaching irregularities, bothersome exceptions that were more
numerous than the confonnities. ~ discouraging confusion ordinarily experienced by a Latin encountering English was avoid~d, or· at
least overcome, in his case. He was young, with a connatural pliability
and ready enth~iasm for novelty. He possessed a gifted mind, alert and .
~etentive. And lie was eager, anxious to become abst.i>ed in his new "
• environment. He had a fixed will for accomplishment, not merely to
acquire the language but to achieve a perfection of expression in his .
use of it. That he succeeded and ultimately attained his ambitious goal
is a matter of literary record, but not before considerable time and effort' had been expended in its realization. Repeating nursery rhymes'
was only the beginning. Susana's assistance, no matter how willing and
adept, was not enough. Schooling was necessary in any case. And for a
if-------' child only commencing to lisp his English, that meant starting at the
.
very first level of fonnal instruction. He was enrolled at Miss Welchman's Kindergarten on Chestnut Street, just three month&. before his
tenth birthday.
These early sehool years bronght more fonnidable difficulties and
intensified his painful sense of not belonging. He was almost twice as
old as his first classmates and precociously mature for his own ag~. His
speech, hesitant and untried, was broken and thick, with a lisp peculiar
to Spanish and unfamiliar even among immigrant childrerr who were
more accustomed to Irish, Polish or Italian accents. I.n appearance, he
was big without being robust: an od~ figure of a boy, with his small,
feet and short thin legs, a heavy trunk tapering into close round shoulders, and a large head that tended to tip to one side as if it were too
heavy for the support of his thIn narrow shoulders. He was awkward
in his gait, yet deliberate in all his movementS and almost daintily precise in his manner. Moreover he was shy and reserved, giving a false
impression of timidity. Above all, he was keenly sensitive and selfconscious. Such characteristics were tempting bait to the rougher
element that bullies a school or a neighborhood. TIle kindergarten
children were too little to have dared tb bother him; and they were too
young to have acquired the matur~ art of cruelty. But the following
winter (1873-74) George Santayana attended a public grammar school
in the depths of the South End.
.
The Brimmer School was more than a mile from his house: down
0
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the length of Beacon Street, across the Common, then downhill on
Tremont to Common Street where the school was situated, a dull brick
building that resembled a police station and housed a mob just as tough
and unruly. The awkward Spanish boy, older and bigger than the others,
soon held the invidious distinction of being a kind of monitor with a
desk next to the teacher and facing the class. The struggle for survival

began.

,

t

A ruthless gang of boys made a regular sport of chasing' the ·strange
interloper around the schoolyard at recess and all the way home at the
end of the day. Jeers and guffaws and cutting wisecracks became the
boy's daily fare. As if playing with a frightened animal, his relentless
hunters were content to keep their prey in misery and in flight. Only
once the words turned into blows, a physical attack that a big boy with
a fiery temper was better equipped to cope with. His advantage of size
and pent-up fury put his persecutors to rout.'ln time he even developed
a quick sharp tongue and a testy vocabulary to withstand the verbal
attacks. A schoolmate of later years recalls that his stinging retorts and
rebukes had sharper edges than the barbs of ridicule thrust at him by
his tormentors.
But the damage was done early and it was devastating. He was not
wanted by the brawling world outside; the sentiment was mutual. He
stayed in the house as much as he could, usually confining himself to
his narrow one-windowed den in the attic, a kind of monastic cell
where he could retreat from the snares of the world. His house reminded him of a monastery, anyway, where a community of people
lived together, sharing a common residence and table but preferring
their opportunities to retire to their own private interests and devise
their own means of combatting the hostile forces that surrounded·
them.
Solitude was his refuge. While other boys of his age and acquaintance'
occupied their time with body-building games outside, he remained
inside invigorating his mind with the factual data and delightful flights
of fancy that were the reward of his reading. Downstairs was a large
bookcase with glass doors that contained long rows of dusty classics
and a complete set of the Encyclopaedia Brittanica-a challenge to his
determination to master English and sufficient provender to whet his
appetite for facts' and fiction. Nearby was the Boston Public Library, a
storehouse of knowledge and romance to satisfy his spiritual hunger.
He carried his selections to the attic cubicle, like coveted treasures, and
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in the musty quiet and dim light of his den he devoured the facts of
the encyclopaedia and the fantasy of Arabian Nights, the fiction ,of the
Oliver Optic stories and the biographical data of historical figures.
History and architecture were his preferences, apptifiling to his natural interest in the artistic construction of human aspirations and the
interpretive reconstruction of human events.
Susana accidentally introduced him to the stimulating expressiveness
of constructive design. She was keeping company with a 1<?C31 young
architect and accepted his attentions seriously enough to purchase a
copy of Ruskin's Stones of Venice in order to share his interests. But
this romantic alliance was short-lived, not even lasting long enough for
her to read the book. Losing her sudden interest in architecture, she
gave the book to George who avidly read whatever fell into his hands.
Fascinated by the potential significance of patterned stone, he devised
a new and delightful diversion by spending his afternoons sketching
elaborate plans for palace courtyards and the facades of cathedrals.
.

•

c

Loneliness in him #Jas chronic, but he was accustomed to it, like one
suffering from a congenital malady who is resigned to his condition and
adjusts his life accordingly. He 'did not miss the companionship of
other boys, because he had never shared his experiences with others of
his own age. In Avila he had lived in an adult world, as he'did now. The
school there was not a social and competitive center as it was here. He
vaguely remembered his three years of desultory schooling in Avila: a
large dark room on the ground floor of an old government building, the
children standing in a circle reciting lessons they learned together,
grave and disinterested, with unfeigned anxiety to leave the building
for other places and other pursuits. When they were not occupied
with their chores, the boys ip the neighborhood had their games and
their mischievous plots. But he had never joined in them. '"

'" * *
4nd so the boy's preference for solitude and his mood of pessimism
were qualities he had brought with him. They were not acquired in his
new environment, only intensified under different circumstances and
knit more firmly with increasing maturity. He was not bitter; nor was
he running away when he climbed to his attic den. He was simply
turning within, tasting sweeter delights, eXperiences more pleasant and

\
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more satisfying which he discovered inside of himself. These were the
cultivating years of his elected dream-life.

i

I

The dread days at the Brimmer School fortunately were few; they
ended after a year. Bya happy change the progressive School Committee of Boston attempted an experiment at this time which snatched
the harassed schoolboy from his hoodlum persecutors and placed him
in an atmosphere more congenial and better accommodated to his
capacity for scholastic advancement. Boston Latin School then possessed and deserved an enviable reputation as one of the best secondary
schools in ,the country, offering an excellent college preparatory program that extended to the junior college level. The new experiment
consisted in a further extension of the program, the addition of two
years of preparatory courses preceding the regular six-year schedule of
studies. George Santayana benefited by this timely trial; he was included in the first group accepted under the new system. Although the
eXperiment itself prqved unsuccessful in the long run and was later
abandoned, he had the opportunity to enjoy the decided advantages
of eight years of Latin School education.
Now the differences in age and size between himself and his classmates were not as great and he was spared the embarrassment of an
immediate and obvious physical disparity. Besides, the boys at Boston
Latin were of a- distinctly different caliber than those in the ordinary
. public schools of the city. Scholastic ability and interest determined
their acceptance and the schedule of studies was geared to prepare them
for colleges and professional schools later on. The ruffian element,
therefore, was almost negligible; and although the peculiar traits of the
Spanish boy prompted a normal amount of boyish banter, especially
in the beginning, he gradually won some respect and even admiration
from his new schoolmates. Academic, rather than athletic, achievement stimulated the competition and earned the honors at Boston
Latin School.
The short-lived extension program was not conducted at the regular
schoolhouse but "in temporary quarters, first on Harrison Avenue and
later on Mason Street. From Beacon Street both of these destinations
required a walk across the Common, windswept and blanketed with
snow during the winter months, fresh green in the fall and spring when
the trim flowerbeds were in colorful bloom and clusters of pigeons
waddled along the shaded paths. This walk across the Common was

.
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the part of the schoolday he liked best, especially on his return home
in the afternoon when he could stop in the nearby Public Library to
browse and to choose another book. He loved the familiar musty smell
and the breathless silence, and the countless shelves of books in the
vaulted reading room, mutely inviting him to consume a digested
world within its walls. Sometimes he preferred to stay there and sit at
one of the long shiny tables, with his selected book propped in front of
him and beside it a lined notebook in which he jotted down unfamiliar
words to be checked or his own thoughts that came as a commentary
on his reading.
More often now he was tempted to delay his return home: sitting in
the library or, in fair weather, walking around the Common, visiting
the Museum on State Street to view the plaster antiques and stuffed
animals, or wandering through the colonial graveyard behind the Park
Street Church, examining the slate slabs over the graves of early patriots
and pilgrims with their curious inscriptions and names that reminded
him of his catechism and Bible history-Faith, Hope, Charity, Pmdence, Moses, Abraham, Ezechiel. Evidences of religious influence
were everywhere in the world in which he lived and in the world in
which he dreamed. In his history books he read of the terrible dissensions over religion which divided the world; the same source of conflict, on a smaller but more personal scale, was dividing his home, and
even himself.
.

* * *
Two youthful sonnets express his painful rejection of grace and
poignantly describe his chosen position on the border of faith. The
first of these poetic laments, entitled "At the Church Door," was writ-ten at fifteen or sixteen and was never published. In his memoirs,
Santayana recalls one stanza from memory:
Ah: if salvation were a trick of reason
How easily would all the world be savedI
But roses bloom not in the winter season
Nor hope of heaven in a heart enslaved.
To break the bond with earth were easy treason
If it were God alone the bosom craved;
But we have chosen thrift and chosen rest
And with our wings' plucked feathers built our nest.
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The second sonnet, written about a decade later, reiterates the same
sentiment in a more developed style. It was contained in his first book
of poems, published in H)Ol :
9

Deem not, because you see me in the press
Of this world's children run my fated race,
That I blaspheme against a proffered grace,
Or leave unlearned the love of holiness.
I honour not that sanctity tl!e less
Whose aureole illumines ndt my face,
But dare not tread the secret, holy place
To which the priest and prophet have access.
For some are born to be beatified
By anguish, and by grievous penance done;
~nd some, to furnish for the age's pride,
l\nd to be praised of men beneath $e sun;
And some are born to stand perpleXed aside
From so much sorrow-of whom I ani one.
I
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